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Dedication

To my wonderful parents,
for your selfless love and unconditional support.
Without you,
I would not be me.

This thesis is a written form and a summary of my years of self-exploration at the current stage. I
truly appreciate it as an opportunity to order my thoughts of what kind of person I am and what
type of art I am devoted to.

Filling the empty corners and walls with my favorite stuff in my house is essential for me to
feel secure. Thus, I make pieces that I imagine being surrounded by the best collection by
placing and organizing them in a touchable distance, such as wall shelves or bookshelves in
my own space. I feel both physically and mentally comfortable with the atmosphere that
these objects create and convey to me as a relatively sensitive and introverted person.
The state of being free from agitation and disturbance to me is the prerequisite to conduct
studio practice. Being able to focus on pieces fully requires calmness despite my external
manifestation. Doing ceramics offers me many meditative moments that, sometimes,
when I am throwing, with my wheel spinning and my hands touching clay, the softness of
the clay and the regular movement of the wheel both settle my mind. Besides, I feel I am
creating a tiny life when making the limbs for my vases out of a clay lump by sculpting,
carving, and eventually sponging to get a smooth and human-like skin texture. This
meditative process guides me to have a better understanding of myself. It is therapeutic
that makes up for my regret and helps me getting rid of the traumas from past experience.
I get inspiration from everywhere. I realize the features of my appreciation that I come
across might not even be noticeable or considered attractive by others. For example, they
might be the color palette of cut flowers in a grocery store, an image in a fashion magazine,
etc.

I personify my artistic work in multiple forms and endow them with the quality of being
exquisite as "live" objects.

"Untitled"
2020
White stoneware, stains, glaze, luster

I work on contradiction and keep seeking a narrow gap called "balance" between two
contradictory things. I work highly conceptually while my pieces are in the form of
functionality. There is an interesting debate that the audience would be less likely to place
them on a functional position. There was an emotional point that when I had my pieces in the
same space with me, I felt that I wanted to have some spiritual connection with them which led
to the hole design on the lids or body. I imagine my mind is free to go through, my eyes are
free to look around, and my hands or even my face are free to touch the inside of the pieces.
I set a high standard on myself and pay a lot of attention to technicalities, aesthetic aspects
such as the thickness, weight of the greenwares and evenness of the paint or glaze, and the
finish of the glazed fired pieces, basically everything noticeable to me. I consider the details
not fulfilling these requirements as not fully developed, which is pretty challenging. I am
always struggling, but I think that is necessary as I perfect my technique and strengthen my
understanding of clay as a variable material.

Cultural Heritage, Landscape, and
Spiritual Fulfillment
I grew up in a strong cultural and
archaeological environment and have
always been attracted by the mysterious
beauty in ancient China. However, as one
of the Gen Y community who has been
greatly influenced by modern Japanese
culture and part of its ancient ones, I was
painfully bothered by my partiality for a
foreign culture without being utterly loyal
to my own for a long time.

Then I gradually realized the interrelationship
of East Asian cultures, aesthetics, spirits, and
their external forms throughout the art world
through years of thinking, learning, and
traveling to those regions as an artist.
This work is tightly connected to my
spiritual fulfillment, not only on letting go
of my distress but also how I imitated the
process of fixing, which is therapeutic and
gives me a strong sense of achievement. The
inspiration for the luster painting on the lid
is from Kintsugi , a long-lasting technique
that brings life back to damaged pieces that I
always hope to have an opportunity to learn.

Untitled
2021
Porcelain, underglazes, Stains, glaze,
luster

the Unified Style and self-Consciousness, an Ivory Tower
This piece is a fantasy and a ferocious beast when it first came to mind. It is a more
dynamic combination of two-dimensional and three-dimensional forms. The octopus
tentacles are from a void opened by a zip emphasized by the gold luster over thin black
stripes in an abstract way. Meanwhile, the leopard print with the vibrant violet and
turquoise color palette indicates that the image refers to modern fashion as a commonly
adopted element in the garment industry, representing my current state or an ideal and
permanent state that I am pursuing as a visual artist.
I believe everyone needs a harbor, no matter its form. I noticed an interesting thing that
some married people tend to stay in their cars for a bit while sitting and doing nothing
before going back home when they are off of work. After this, they get a moment of rest
and regain the energy of facing the mess in their lives. As an adult, I am experiencing a
more complicated social environment and having more obligations than my teenage
years. I am sure no one can ever avoid encountering unpleasant moments, possibly
leading to a chronic state of physical and emotional depletion. For me, it is relaxing
to cut myself off from the outside world at some point by staying in an "Ivory Tower"
recharge and prepare for reality, even though just for a short while.

Untitled
2021
Porcelain, underglazes, stains, glaze

Some people suggested that I should slip-cast the limbs rather than sculpting them to save
time. But this is not what I was thinking about as sticking to a single form; repeating the
same making process every day can be incredibly dull to me just for the sake of efficiency
because I am still exploring more possibilities. I am excited and enthusiastic about trying
out whatever new comes to mind; the desire to realize ideas is my drive. Sculpting limbs
is an important part of my work that I would never like to jump in because every time I
look at my pieces, I feel proud of myself because it was pretty challenging to me at the very
beginning. It took me about a week of intermittent work to figure out the limb structure,
overcome the technical difficulties of sculpting on a small scale, and set the final design in
stone.
While I was thinking about the form for the next piece after accomplishing a couple of
vases similarly with human limbs, I was doing my cut-out animation project of a story
about the battle between two demons. I have always been drawn to myths and mysterious
creatures and exposed to many demon-related ACG (an abbreviation of "Animation,
Comics and Games") pieces since little. The first demonic figure I knew was probably the
antagonist in Super Mario. Because of my familiarity and passion for demon characters, I
came up with the idea of painting a panorama that features a couple of different demons in
a funny look on the clay canvas.

Untitled
2021
White stoneware, glaze

A Subtle Sensation
I was taken care of a lot by my grandparents when I was little. I enjoyed taking a nap or
sleeping in their or more people's, such as their friends' or our relatives' hum. While I was
lying with my eyes closed and prepared myself to sleep, I felt their voices are becoming
louder but not in an unpleasant way and heard from far away than the actual distance.
I felt pretty secure, as if being guarded by these people. I woke up still in the hum with
many activities happening, such as preparing for food, bringing in gifts, driving out, and
coming back, which is a typical hilarity that comes with holidays or festivals in my family.
I had a similar subtle feeling while I was carving the little hands by pinching them. They
were so thin, small, and fragile that they needed to be treated with great care, and now
my position is the protector. In this set of pictures, I made the same gestures as the hands,
just like we were interacting and something invisible between us.

An Interview with My Undergraduate Classmate, Fan Lv

Fan: Now I saw all your pieces. I would like to know
why you made this set for your thesis?

What happened to you in our department? What
traumas and what happened to other classmates?

Fengkun: This is a long story. Let me start from
the very beginning. Do you remember our trip to
Jingdezhen in summer 2018? That was where I got
supportive power and first realized that I could
do whatever I wanted to do with clay without the
restrictions from our undergraduate environment,
which had a long-lasting negative effect on me and
somewhat formed my understanding of ceramic art.
It happened on the day we visited the Jingdezhen
Ceramics Museum. While looking around in the
museum, I came across some creepy and interesting
ancient funerary objects. I had known this form of
ceramics before and had been intrigued, but I had felt
they were from the remote past and are just a cultural
heritage now and are no longer associated with modern
life. Coincidentally I was in an academic environment
with many technical requirements but ignored the
students' own creativity and imagination towards their
own art. I felt no one would allow me to do this kind of
fantastic piece or the result would not be appreciated.
I could even imagine being criticized because my taste
is different from others, and I could not even defend
myself because no one would support me. Similar
things happened not only to me but also to a few other
classmates. I witnessed it all because we were in a circle.
Past experience certainly left some traumas on me,
which pissed me off when I recall it.

Fengkun: I guess you have never heard this from
me. We were not close then. The first thing that
happened to me while unloading our first wood firing.
I remember that was our sophomore year. I got a nice
warm-toned goldish and shiny porcelain bowl. I was
so excited because it was my first wood firing and had
not expected it to turn out so great! Then I showed
it to our professor, and I had thought he would like
it, too. To my surprise, he said that one does not
look organic. It is too delicate thus looks cheap. I still
cannot understand this logic, and now I am okay with
it because I know he just does not like my style. But
apparently, he should not have been so straightforward
and mean to me because I was his student. As a
newcomer to the ceramic world, I needed his advice
but not his subjective and personal opinion . After
this, I started building up a self-doubtfulness, which
became worse when I realized that I am one of the few
students who did not belong to the mainstream of our
department. I felt painful working in the studio and
could not help thinking that I was not a candidate for
doing clay or could not be an artist. I was depressed,
and the only way I could get rid of this was by running
away from the studio. Every single art piece I love
seemed to be considered crappy, cheap, and of low
taste. The people around me did not even appreciate
any of them! Ironically, I was at a top 3 academy in
China, which means many people I met daily are the
best in the art realm in our country. I found myself
constantly pondering questions like: "Do I really want
to cater to them? Can I be an artist? Do I really want to
do art?" etc. I asked, explored, and eventually had a

Fan: I think technical training is necessary for
undergraduate students. Otherwise, we would not be
able to distinguish between excellent and terrible art.

clear cognition of myself. I knew some people said I
was lazy because I barely showed up, but I did not even
care.
Fan: I understand. But I only partly agree with you.
Because I think you would not have been so highly
self-aware if you had not suffered from the unpleasant
experience, it was the pain and traumas formed you.
From my perspective, this unpleasant experience might
also filter out some people if it has happened to others?
They simply gave up their dreams because of external
blows. Yes, this was a very minimum possibility of
ruining a genius, but you have defeated yourself, in my
opinion.
Fengkun: I understand why you say this because you
are looking at this issue from another angle. But as
a witness, I wondered what would have happened
if someone has guided me correctly? Would I have
wasted lesser time and energy and be happier?
Fan: That's why the enlightenment teacher is critical.
Fengkun: Yes. Let me go back to the beginning of
the conversation. Another thing that made me feel
very uncomfortable was that they are an incredibly
incestuous community, and they cannot accept
diversity. I remember that I saw a very conceptual
ceramic sculpture in a graduation exhibition a couple
of years ago. Although I no longer remember what that
piece was about, I still remember the shock it gave me
the first time I saw it. The strange thing was that no one
discussed it. Everyone walked past it but seemed

to ignore it, or they only discussed its external form
without paying attention to what it wanted to express.
On the contrary, everyone focused on some works
with superb skills but empty content, which made
me feel that I was not in an art school, but a technical
school. This comparison reminded me that the artist
of that sculpture must be immensely struggling. He/
she insisted on being himself/herself in an unfriendly
environment.
Fan: Our department does not fit you. I am glad
you are in a different environment now. There is
always something we cannot change. I also do not
understand the transformation of being more focused
on craftsmanship solely in our department. Arts could
be open-minded. Our undergraduate program indeed
conducted in a very conservative way.
Fengkun: I have been quite rebellious since junior
high school. Maybe a better clarification is that I
always know what I need and what I do not need. I did
not do some of the assignment that was considered
unnecessary to me even if it was emphasized very
important and was part of the College Entrance
Examination content. But I thought I did not want
to lead a lifestyle with these stupid skills for a job. I
do not like them at all. Finally, I proved myself to be
right because I did not need it to pass the test. I knew
that I had my obligations for being a student, such as
the most basic, obeying the rules, otherwise being a
counter-example for my classmates. But I am who I
am. I sadly found out that sometimes, it is "us" who are
forming an uncomfortable environment, every unit in
our community is responsible for it. There was a solid i

nterrelation between us and our department. We
were being shaped and shape it back. We grew up
competing with classmates and following the law that
many questions come with only one correct answer
because that is usually the only way we could pass tests
and get into a good school. Thus, many people lost
their thoughts because of this, thus blindly copying
whatever was considered reasonable by the system. For
instance, I still remember that our professor brought in
some samples for the demonstration, and I surprisingly
found out everyone's pieces are "identical" pieces at the
end of the semester.
Fan: Yeah. I remember it. It happened in all our classes,
and it is still happening! I went to see the undergraduate
and grad show last year, and I felt all the pieces were
from a single person without the labels!
Fengkun: That was where I stayed for three years. And
six years for you with your graduate program.
Fan: But I got much more freedom as a graduate
student, and I was almost allowed to do anything I
wanted to do, even if my project was very conceptual
and experimental.
Fengkun: I am glad you had three exciting academic
years. Yes, we were just in an elementary level of study,
and that was why there were so many required courses.
Now I can tell you a little more about my traumas,
mainly from the "teaching to the test" system. I was
born as a natural in painting and craftsmanship. My
family told me that I enjoyed scribbling on the walls in

our home or on the ground in my grandparents'
yard drawing their horse. Even though I was too little
to remember, I seemed to know where was the best
canvas. When I grew a little older, I showed a great
interest in doing paper cutouts. I observed animals
around me, such as swallows or butterflies, and did
paper cutouts according to them. Those paper cutouts
are still in my grandparents' drawers. Later, During
my early years in primary school, I found my haunt,
a DIY studio for making beads painting and polymer
clay jewelry, was where I had a lot of happy times. My
parents sent me to a pretty famous painter in our city
when I was 5 or 6. Under my parents' requirement
and also as his youngest student, I was allowed to have
a lot of freedom that painting was just my interest. I
learned it well, though not as good as other seniors. I
enjoyed it so much, probably because I had never felt
any pressure from the outside. I decided to join an
academy to get into a top art school and chose painter
as my future career as a junior high school student. I
had a lot of fantasies of what my daily life is like in that
secondary high school.
The bubble popped when I became a high school
student. I realized that every class was for passing the
test. I repeated the daily routine of sketching, painting
still life, and models for three years. I could not stand
life like that and become more rebellious with some of
the conflicts I had with my irresponsible and feckless
teacher. All my enthusiasm for painting was gone.
Though I passed the test and got a high grade, and
successfully received the offer from our school, I felt
very uncomfortable holding painting brushes in my
early twenties because it transported me to the almost
worst days in my life.
I needed to pick up painting because I am sure it will

be a lifelong interest, and I cannot easily compromise
on my traumas. The underglaze painting on my
vases is a breakthrough and release for my pain and
fear. I finally went back to my old self. This thesis is a
conclusion of my self-exploration process as both an
individual and an artist.

Acknowledgements
I would like to acknowledge the invaluable help given to me by my
committee members: Lesley Baker, Anina Major, Nicole Cherubini, Glenn
Adamson. Thank you all for your unwavering support.

